Amazon.com went online in July 1995 and quickly set the standard for other e-tailers. The company changed the way people bought books by staying open 24 hours a day, seven days a week. It also developed its own user-friendly ordering system and provided reviews and other information about the books it sold that no traditional bookstore could match. Amazon.com's head start on other booksellers helped it to dominate the online book market; in 2010, sales were more than $34 billion.
Amazon.com was founded by Jeff Bezos. Bezos determined that books, videos, computer software and hardware, and CDs would be the easiest products to sell online. They were items that a customer did not necessarily need to see or handle before ordering, and they were easy to pack and ship. Without the physical space limitations of a brick-and-mortar store, Bezos realized that an online store could offer a wider selection of those items.
In the beginning, Amazon.com was aided by the established wholesale network for books that already existed. The company did not need a big inventory to start with. One reason Amazon.com chose Seattle, Washington, as its base was that it would be near the world's largest book wholesaler, which was based in Oregon. As years passed the company added more warehouses and storage facilities where necessary.
THE FIRST E-HOLIDAY SHOPPING SEASON: 1998
The fourth quarter of 1998 was the first holiday shopping season in the United States that had substantial retail sales over the Internet. The Boston Consulting Group estimated that American consumers spent about $4 billion buying goods and services online during the fourth quarter of 1998, and nearly $10 billion throughout the year. While that amounted to less than 1 % of all U.S. retail sales, e-commerce sales more than tripled from 1997. The same report estimated that more than eight million U.S. households made an online purchase during 1998.
In the fourth quarter of 1998 America Online (AOL) was the Internet's most popular shopping mall, but Amazon. com was the number one e-tailer. It sold a variety of books, CDs, videos, and gifts, including a selection of 185 toys. It also spent heavily on marketing and advertising-$29 on average to acquire a new customer.
By mid-1999, Amazon.com was valued at $22 billion, according to Newsweek. In two years its customer base had grown from 2 million to 11 million. Not only was Amazon the dominant bookseller, it had become the biggest music retailer on the Internet and was also becoming a source for toys and consumer electronics. Profits remained absent, however, eaten up by the ambitious expansion and marketing strategies of the company. This reabsorption of earnings eventually led to home improvement, software, and gift idea sections set up as part of the Amazon Web site.
Although management's strategy was aimed at achieving certain operating income levels rather than revenue growth, Amazon.com continued to lose money during the early 2000s. Fortunately, customer accounts continued to rise and certain departments, such as books and videos, began to see notable earnings.
Amazon.com also expanded internationally during this time, opening sites in France and Japan in addition to its existing sites in Germany and the United Kingdom. The Japanese-language site was launched in November 2000 and focused on books. Japan already was Amazon.com's largest export market, with nearly 200,000 Japanese customers ordering $34 million in products each year from the company's U.S.-based site.
A December 2000 report by Jupiter Media Metrix revealed the strength of Amazon.com's international appeal. It was the most visited e-tailer in Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States. In addition, Amazon.com was among the top five online retailers in Brazil, Denmark, France, and Japan. In the United Kingdom the company actually ranked first and second, with its U.K. site attracting 1.75 million unique visitors in November, while its U.S. site attracted 993,000 visitors. The U.S. site reported 1.22 million visitors during November from Canada and 461,000 from Australia.
As well as being the one of the largest e-tailers, Amazon.com also become one of the largest online advertisers, spending more than any other American business on online advertisement with a focus on primary sites with high traffic. While direct marketing was a part of this strategy, brand recognition was also important in the early stages of business growth as Amazon.com attempted to associate itself with consumer-oriented e-commerce across many different industries.
Perhaps Amazon.com's most important partnership of 2000 was its online joint venture with Toys 'R' Us, which had been struggling to develop its own online strategy. For the 2000 holiday shopping season, Amazon. com and brick-and-mortar retailer Toys 'R' Us joined forces to create Toysrus.com. The alliance was announced in August 2000, with the newly created Toysrus.com to select and purchase the toys using its parent company's clout, while Amazon.com would run the store on its Web site, ship the products, and handle customer service. The venture played to the strengths of both companies and the joint site was used more frequently than any rival during the holidays following its creation.
FOCUSED ON PROFITABILITY
By 2002, Amazon.com was able to post a net profit of $5 million, the first time the company could show positive net earnings after a net loss of $545 million the previous year. The profit was due both to continued growth, a strong holiday season, and an aggressive strategy to cut costs in order to improve product performance. In one quarter alone the company cut its operating costs in half, allowing for price drops and a higher volume of sales that finally put it over the top. However, the road to reach profitability was long, and Amazon.com still had around $2 billion in debt to pay off.
TECHNOLOGICAL SHIFTS
For Amazon, the mid-2000s were a period of recovery from the dot-com bust and a slow move toward growth and profitability for its shareholders. However, by 2006 and 2007, technology had changed so much that Amazon began new and ultimately model-changing projects to stay at the forefront of online sales and value offerings.
While iTunes would eventually offer strong digital download sales for music, video, and movies, Amazon also attempted to expand in this area with the Amazon Unbox in 2006, a service that let customers buy and download movies or television shows directly to their computers or entertainment systems. The next year the Amazon MP3 store was introduced. These new ventures helped bring in additional revenue for the company and also provided the necessary platforms for a key change: moving from selling other company products to selling Amazon-based products. The most notable product was the Amazon Kindle, an e-reader.
The Kindle become the highest-selling product of Amazon.com by 2009 and positioned the company for even greater success in the e-commerce world. Not only was the Kindle useful because it worked well with the Kindle store Amazon offered online, but Amazon was also one of the first companies to create a workable, consumer-friendly e-reader while offering downloadable books at acceptable prices. This eventually led to Amazon holding 90% of the American e-book market in 2009.
While competitive e-readers were eventually developed by Apple and Barnes & Noble, the Kindle had a significant head start, and Amazon was experienced enough to handle the shift from physical to digital products. In 2010, sales for Kindle books outpaced sells for hardcover books for the first time. By 2011, Kindle sales had grown larger than both hardcover and paperback books, and the newest version of the Kindle was available for $114. Amazon also began offering cloud-computing music features such as ''music lockers'' that allowed users to store their tracks online instead of on their own computers.
FUTURE PLANS
As the 2010s began, Amazon started to channel more of its earnings into expansion and operations once again. While Amazon traditionally does not disclose its future plans and product releases outside of its own advertising channels, rumors in 2011 pinpointed a potential multipurpose tablet slated for later release. The tablet would be an evolution of the Kindle that would allow for color viewing, Amazon MP3 support, and the viewing of movies and shows bought from the Amazon store.
The company also continued its expansion into cloud computing by offering and maintaining key services in its Amazon Web Services. Past clients included Pfizer, Netflix, and a vast array of business start-ups that wanted to use
applications run on Amazon servers to manage various aspects of their businesses. While Amazon had previously invested in data centers on a global level to meet the demand, cloud computing was still a relatively unexplored option in 2010 and 2011. The company ran into issues with technical problems on its servers that kept its client businesses from operating in 2011, leading to worries that such Web services were not as dependable as they could be.
A private, nonprofit organization that works to coordinate voluntary standards, the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) is the hub of all standards-related policy decisions in the United States. It is the primary U.S. body that coordinates the efforts of industry, consumer, and governmental standards developers, and it is the sole organization that accredits other U.S. standards organizations. With offices in New York City and headquarters in Washington, D.C., ANSI's mission is to boost the competitiveness of U.S. business and the American quality of life by ensuring the U.S. voluntary standardization system is well coordinated and promoted. Therefore, ANSI sees to it that U.S. businesses and industries maintain an adequate performance level for products, services, and processes, ideally keeping in mind the range of affected interests. ANSI has played an important role in U.S. commerce for many years. It was founded in 1918 by a coalition of five engineering societies and three government agencies. The organization generates funding through its membership, which consists of private and public sector members, including individual companies, organizations, governmental agencies, institutions, and international organizations.
Mainly a service to the U.S. private sector and its position in the global economy, ANSI also works closely with governmental organizations. ANSI often coordinates its efforts with the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), an agency of the U.S. Department of Commerce's technology administration. A key area of activity is conformity assessment. Through its accreditation process, ANSI oversees the moves made by manufacturers and others to incorporate voluntary standards. ANSI confers the ''American National Standard'' (ANS) designation upon those organizations that meet its basic guidelines of due process, openness, balance, and consensus in setting and meeting the organization's voluntary standards.
ANSI does not, however, actually write or implement standards. Rather, the organization acts as a consensusgenerating facilitator between various groups devoted to developing standards specific to their areas of concern. In this way, ANSI eschews a top-down approach to standards development, leaving the various sectors with autonomy in creating standards appropriate to the conditions they face. ANSI simply seeks to ease the standards into use with an eye toward a holistic look at U.S. competitiveness and quality-of-life issues.
ANSI ON THE WORLD STAGE
ANSI is the U.S. affiliate of the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), of which it is a founding member and one of the five permanent members of the governing ISO Council. ANSI also is a member of the International Accreditation Forum (IAF) and the International Electrotechnical Committee (IEC). Additionally, ANSI champions the adoption of U.S.-based standards on the international scene, and when appropriate, aims to incorporate international standards in the United States.
There is a perpetual tension surrounding the nationalistic character of standards, whereby individual nations insist on autonomy in setting their own standards.
